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METHODS AND SYSTEMS FOR REMOTELY ACCESSING 
UNIVERSAL SERIAL BUS DEVICES 



FIELD OF THE INVENTION 
The present invention is related to remote access to universal serial bus devices, 
and more particularly to methods and systems for accessing universal serial bus devices 
remotely across a network. 
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BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
In recent years, the computer peripheral industry, the computer chip industry, and 
the computer software industry have joined together to create standards which have 
allowed standard hardware devices and interfaces to be developed. The standard devices 
1 5 and interfaces permit improved integration and communication between the computing 
devices and the computing peripheral devices. The emerging standard has become widely 
® known as the Universal Serial Bus (USB) standard. 

The USB standard permits peripherals to be readily connected to computing 
devices with virtually no manual configuration being required by an end user during initial 
fll 20 setup. In effect, USB enabled devices allow seamless plug and play with one another. 

Generally, the USB architecture includes 5 primary components: USB ports on the USB 
enabled peripheral device and on the USB enabled computing device which is interfaced to 
the peripheral device, a USB cable connecting the peripheral device to the computing 
device via the USB ports, a USB device driver residing on the computing device which 
25 translates a request to access the peripheral device into a USB formatted request, a USB 
stack which is low-level data (e.g., stored in memory) and sets of executable instructions 
that manages the USB formatted request, and a USB host controller which interfaces with 
the USB stack and sends the USB formatted request across the USB cable to the peripheral 
device. 
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The USB host controller is embedded as electro-mechanical devices that reside on 
the computing device, within the addressable address space of the processing element or 
processing elements of the computing device. Moreover, the USB device driver and the 
USB stack are sets of executable instructions operable to execute on the processing 
element(s). The USB controller manages all communication occurring over the USB 
cable, allowing the peripheral to communicate directly with the computing device. Yet, 
the USB device driver communicates indirectly with the USB controller by interfacing all 
USB language formatted data requests through the USB stack. 

As one skilled in the art appreciates, the USB standard has significantly improved 
peripheral interactions with a host computing device. However, the USB standard has 
substantial limitations on any end user's desired configuration of the host computing 
devices and the corresponding peripheral devices. For example, peripherals must normally 
be directly connected to the host computing devices, and the physical distance from the 
host computing devices to the peripheral devices is limited. As a result, end users have 
little success or options when there is a need to network USB peripheral devices to their 
computing devices, especially when any desired network occurs over a physical distance in 
excess of 5 meters, which is generally the maximum USB cable length available. 

To alleviate this problem a number of techniques have been attempted. For 
example, USB bridges or USB cable extension boxes have been developed providing a 
hardware USB controller embedded in cables (e.g., USB bridges) or boxes (e.g., USB 
cable extension boxes) in order to increase the physical distance from which a host 
computing device can communicate with a peripheral device. Yet, this solution involves 
customized hardware and electro mechanical devices, and the solution still imposes 
physical distance limitations on the communications between the host computing device 
and the peripheral device. 

In recent years, a technology, referred to as "thin clients," has attempted to permit 
an end user to work on a severely constrained processing element to interact with one or 
more main processing elements, configured on a remote server. This gives the end user the 
illusion that he/she is working on a locally powerfiil processing element, while most 
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communications are actually being processed remotely on the server. In some thin client 
architectures, the local end user's computing device and display include a USB port having 
the ability to connect an end user's local peripheral device to the local computing device 
by using a standard USB cable. However, the end user is still severely constrained as to 
5 the physical placement of the peripheral with respect to the local device. Further, the end 
user is still required to purchase and obtain customized hardware permitting the thin client 
architecture. 

Therefore, what is needed is methods and systems for providing more flexible 
configurations and interactions associated with a peripheral device and an end user's local 
10 computing device. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
According to one aspect of the present invention, a method of remotely interacting 
with a universal serial bus device is provided, wherein a request originating on a requesting 

15 device is intercepted. The request seeks access to the universal serial bus device and is 

packaged into an intermediate request, with the intermediate request being transmitted to a 
servicing device having a universal serial bus controller. The intermediate request is then 
unpackaged back into the request and passed to the controller for processing by the 
universal serial bus device* 

20 According to yet another aspect of the present invention, a method of processing a 
remote request in order to access a local universal serial bus device is provided, wherein a 
request is received from a remote requesting device in a first format The request is 
associated with a desired access of a local universal serial bus device. The first foraiat is 
rendered to a universal serial bus language format and provided to a universal serial bus 

25 controller for servicing by the local universal serial bus device. 

According to still another aspect of the present invention, a method to communicate 
with a remote USB device over a network is provided, wherein conmiunication data is 
issued fi-om an issuing device. The communication data directed to the remote USB device 
using a device driver set of executable instructions to translate the communication data into 
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peripheral data which is operable to be processed by the remote USB device. The 
peripheral data is then interested and transmitted over the network to a remote peripheral 
controlling device. The controller is operable to deliver the peripheral data to the remote 
peripheral device. 

According to yet another aspect of the present invention, a remote universal serial bus 
system is provided. The system includes a system network, a universal serial bus 
controller connected to the system network, a universal serial bus device connected to the 
universal serial bus controller, a processor connected to the system network. The 
processor includes a set of executable instructions corresponding to the universal serial bus 
device, and a universal serial bus stack set of executable instructions operable to intercept 
universal serial bus request and to transmit the universal serial bus request to the remote 
universal serial bus controller over the system network. Further, the rranote universal 
serial bus controller receives the universal serial bus request from the system network and 
passes the universal serial bus request to Ae universal serial bus device for processing. 

In still another aspect of the present invraition, a system capable of communicating 
with a remote universal serial bus (USB) device is proAdded. The system includes a 
communications medium, a local processing element, and a remote processing element. 
The remote processing element communicates with the local processing element over the 
communications medium. Furthermore, the remote processing element includes a USB 
port which can be connected to a USB device. Moreover, the local processing element 
includes a local controller which intercepts a commxinication intended for a USB device 
and transmits the communication over the communications medium to the remote 
processing element. The remote processing element receives the communication and 
provides it to the USB port. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Fig. 1 shows one flowchart of a method of communicating with a remote device 
according to the present invention; 

Fig. 2 shows one flowchart of a method of remotely interacting with a universal 
serial bus device according to the present invention; 

Fig. 3 shows one flowchart of a method for processing a remote request to access a 
local universal serial bus device according to the present invention; 

Fig. 4 shows one flowchart of a method of communicating with a remote peripheral 
device according to the present invention; 

Fig. 5 shows one block diagram of a remote universal serial bus system according 
to the present invention; and 

Fig, 6 shows one block diagram of a system capable of communicating with a 
remote USB device according to the present invention. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 
In the following detailed description of various embodiments of the present 
invention, reference is made to the accompanying drawings which form a part hereof, and 
in which is shown by way of illustration specific embodiments in which the invention may 
be practiced. It is to be understood that other embodiments may be utilized and structural 
changes may be made without departing fi-om the scope of the present invention. 

Some portions of the detailed descriptions which follow are presented in terms of 
algorithms and symbolic representations of operations on data bits within a computer 
memory. These algorithmic descriptions and representations are the ways used by those 
skilled in the data processing arts to most effectively convey the substance of their work to 
others skilled in the art. An algorithm is here, and generally, conceived to be a self- 
consistent sequence of steps leading to a desired result. The steps are those requiring 
physical manipulations of physical quantities. Usually, though not necessarily, these 
quantities take the form of electrical or magnetic signals capable of being stored, 
transferred, combined, compared, and otherwise manipulated. It has proven convenient at 
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times, principally for reasons of common usage, to refer to these signals as bits, values, 
elements, symbols, characters, terms, numbers, or the like. It should be bome in mind, 
however, that all of these and similar terms are to be associated with the appropriate 
physical quantities and are merely convenient labels applied to these quantities. Unless 

5 specifically stated otherwise as apparent fi-om the following discussions, terms such as 
"processing'' or "computing'' or "calculating" or "determining" or "displaying" or the like, 
refer to the action and processes of a computer system, or similar computing device, that 
manipulates and transforms data represented as physical (e.g., electronic) quantities within 
the computer system's registers and memories into other data similarly represented as 

10 physical quantities within the computer system memories or registers or other such 
information storage, transmission or display devices. 

Furtheraiore, as used herein a computing device includes one or more processing 
elements coupled with computer readable memory which can be volatile or non-volatile 
memory or any combination thereof Additionally, the term "controller" as used herein 

1 5 includes both electro mechanical devices customized to perform specific algorithms or sets 
of executable instructions operable to execute on one or more processing elanents to 
perform specific algorithms. 

Fig. 1 shows one flowchart for one method 100 to communicate with a remote 
device. Initially, a local request for a remote device is made in step 102. The local request 

20 occurs on a local computing device having one or more processing elements in 
communication with local memory. The request includes, in some embodiments, 
commands and data associated with the remote device. The remote device, in some 
embodiments, includes peripheral computing devices, such as printers, facsimiles, 
cameras, portable audio devices, mass storage devices, and the like. 

25 In step 104, the normal processing on the local computing device is interrupted. In 

one embodiment, the request is initially handled by a device driver set of executable 
instructions which translates the request into a data format recognizable by the remote 
device. Next, the translated data is placed on a stack, which associated with a hardware 
controller for flie remote device, where processing is interrupted by directly accessing the 
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1 



stack memory within the local computing device or by modifying a stack set of executable 
instructions to interrupt processing when the translated data is detected on the stack 
memory. 

Once normal processing is interrupted, the translated data is packaged into a 
5 network protocol or intermediate data format and transmitted to a remote handler in step 
106. The remote handler is not directly connected to the local computing device and in 
some embodiments includes a processor element in communication with a memory. 
Moreover, the remote handler is in direct communication with the remote device. In step 
1 08, the remote handler unpackages the request from its network protocol format or 
10 intermediate format, and the request is directly passed or otherwise provided to the remote 
device. In some embodiments, the request is passed to a hardware controller for the 
remote device with resides on the remote handler and is sent across a data bus directly 
connected to the remote handler and the remote device. 

Finally, in step 1 1 0 the request is processed by the remote device. As one skilled in 
J; 1 5 the art will readily appreciate, in some embodiments the remote device is a USB enabled 

Crt peripheral device and the remote handler is a processing element having a USB controller 

2 for the peripheral device. Further, the local computing device communicates with the 

^ remote handler via any network connection, including an Internet connection using TCP/IP 

El communication. In this way, an end user using a local computing device which has a 

pi 20 standard Internet connection to a remote handler (e.g., any remote computing device) is 

capable of directly interfacing to a USB peripheral device (e.g., remote device) when the 
USB peripheral device is directly connected via a USB cable to the remote handler. This 
indirect communication occurs without the addition of electro mechanical devices, and 
permits USB seamless integration across great physical distances. As a result, an end user 
25 readily achieves any desired configuration of his/her local computing device to a remote 
peripheral device. 

Fig. 2 shows one flowchart for one method 200 of remotely interacting with a 
universal serial bus device. In step 202, a preliminary request is received on a requesting 
device. In some embodiments, a preliminary request is an end user directed command and 
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the corresponding data which is couples the command. The command is directed to a 
servicing device, such as a peripheral device. A servicing device includes a printer, a 
facsimile, a camera, a portable audio device, a mass storage device, a mouse, a keyboard, a 
speaker, a microphone, a serial port, a bar code reader, a signature capture pad, a magnetic 
strip reader, a scanner, and the like. Further, the servicing device is USB-enabled. 

As one skilled in the art will readily recognize, the requesting device itself need not 
have a USB port or any USB device driver associated with the requesting device. In these 
embodiments, the tenets of the present invention enable an otherwise non-USB enabled 
device to communicate with a USB-enabled servicing device. 

In step 210, the preliminary request is translated into a request. In some 
embodiments the translation occurs by using a standard USB device driving set of 
executable instructions residing and executing on the requesting device as depicted in step 
212. The request is in a USB language format recognizable by USB stacks. However, 
before any electro mechanical devices residing on tiie requesting device attempt to process 
the request from the USB stack memory, in one embodiment the request is intwcepted at 
step 220. In some such embodiments, the interception occurs vwth a customized set of 
executable instructions operable to detect and modify the stack memory within the 
requesting device. In other such embodiments, the USB stack implementation itself is 
modified. In either case, whether directly or indirectly, the USB stack residing on the 
requesting device is extended in step 222. 

Once the request has been intercepted, the request is prepared for transmission to a 
remote USB controller by packaging flie request into an intermediate request in step 230. 
In some embodiments, this packaging is implicit with the use of standard networking 
protocols, such as TCP/IP (e.g., step 232) and others. In these situations, standard 
networking software will package the request into the intermediate request. In other 
embodiments, the request may be more elaborated packaged into an intermediate request 
by using a variety of data formats such as extoisible markup language (XML) format, and 
others. 
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The packaged intermediate request is transmitted to a desired servicing device 
which has a USB controller in step 240. Here, transmission occurs using a single network 
channel or a variety of channels (e.g., step 242). Furthermore, channels include Internet 
channels, wireless channels, cable channels, satellite channels, radio frequency channels, 
5 plain old telephone hnes (POTS), infrared channels, and the like. In step 250, the USB 
controller or a separate processing set of executable instructions unpackages the 
intermediate request to form the original request in step 250. Next, the USB confroUer 
passes the request to the servicing device in step 252, where the request is processed. 
In some embodiments, the servicing device issues status data relating to the 
1 0 processing of the request. The status data includes, error information, current processing 
state information, completion information, and the like. The status data is received from 
the servicing device in step 254 and fransmitted back to the requesting device in step 256. 
In this way, tiie requesting device follows the progress of the request made to a remote 
USB device and seamless interacts with a remote USB device as if the remote USB device 
1 5 where locally attached to the requesting device. 

Fig. 3 shows one flowchart of one method 300 for processing a remote request to 
access a local universal serial bus device. A local USB device is associated a local 
interface device such as a local computing device having one or more processing elements 
coupled with memory, and a USB controller operable to interface with a local USB stack 
20 and provide a request over a USB cable to the USB device. 

A request in a first data format is received from a remote computing device in step 
302. The first data format, in some embodiments, include a request in standard networking 
data format, such as TCP/IP. Alternatively in otfier embodiments, the first data format is 
XML, or other standard data format. Regardless of the first data format, the request in the 
25 first data format is rendered to a USB format in step 304. In this way, an initial request in 
a non USB compliant format is placed in the proper USB format in step 304. As one 
skilled in the art will appreciate, a variety of off-the-shelf rendering software utilities can 
be used to achieve a USB compliant format. For example, in some embodiments if the 
first data format is a raw request which was originally transmitted then the local interface 
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device will pass the first format directly to a USB device driver set of executable 
instructions to achieve the USB compliant format. Moreover in other embodiments, 
extensible style sheets language (XSL) applications are customized to convert a first 
format in XML to a USB compliant format. 

In step 3 10, the request in USB compliant format is made available to the USB 
controller for servicing by the local USB device in step 320. In some embodiments, the 
request is provided to the local USB device by transmitting the request over a USB cable 
in step 314. Moreover, in some embodiments the request is inserted into the local interface 
device's stack memory in step 312, where a standard USB controller manages the stack 
memory and the communication with the local USB device. 

Further, in some embodiments a status associated with processing the request on 
the local USB device is received by the local interface device in step 330. The status is 
then transmitted to the remote device which originally initiated the request in step 340. 

Fig. 4 shows one flowchart of one method 400 for communicating with a remote 
USB device over a network. Initially in step 402 communication data is issued for an 
issuing device. Communication data includes command instruction data and processing 
data used by the command instruction data, wherein the communication data is directed to 
a USB peripheral device. Moreover, the issuing device includes a user computing device 
having one or more processing elements coupled with memory. The issuing device is not 
directly connected to the peripheral device, correspondingly the commimication data is 
directed to a remote USB device accessible to the issuing device indirectly over a network 
connection or interface. 

However, the issuing device includes a device driver set of executable instructions 
operable to translate the communication data into peripheral data. Accordingly, the 
communication data is passed to the device driver set of executable instructions in step 404 
for execution. The peripheral data is operable to be processed by the remote USB 
peripheral. In step 406 upon conclusion of the executed device driver set of executable 
instructions, the peripheral data is received by the issuing device. The peripheral data is 
then intercepted and transmitted to a remote peripheral controlling device in step 410 over 
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the network. As previously presented, transmission occurs over any network configuration 
using any network protocol, now known or hereafter developed. The remote peripheral 
controlling device then delivers the peripheral data to the remote USB device in step 420 
where the data is processed in step 430. 
5 Fig. 5 shows one block diagram for one remote USB system 500 that remotely 

processes USB data 5 14 on a remote USB device 540. The system 500 includes USB data 
514 and a USB stack set of executable instructions 518. The USB data 514 is generated 
fi-om a device driver set of executable instructions 516 residing on a requesting device 
processor 512. Furthermore, a USB stack set of executable instructions 5 1 8 resides on the 
10 requesting device processor 512 and is operable to intercept the USB data 514 on the 

requesting device processor 512 and transmit the USB data 5 1 4 to a remote USB controller 
530 over system network (COMl) 520, where the remote USB controller 530 passes the 

f J USB data 514 received (not depicted in Fig. 5) to a remote USB device 540 for processing. 

Transmission from the requesting device 5 12 to the remote USB controller 530 

^^i^ 1 5 occurs over system network 520 having one or more communication channels COM 1 . 

tfy COMl , in some embodiments, includes one or more wireless channels, Internet channels, 

radio frequency channels, injSrared channels, satellite channels, cable channels, and the like. 

M Additionally, communication over system network 520 occurs with any standard protocol 

5 ^: 

m language such as, and by way of exan^le only, TCP/IP. Further remote USB controller 

^ 20 530 passes the USB data 5 14 to the remote USB device 540 for processing using 

fl:. 

t4 communications chaimel COM2 535. COM2 535 in some embodiments include a direct 

USB cable connection between the remote USB controller 530 and the remote USB device 
540. 

Moreover in some embodiments, a USB remote set of executable instructions 532 
25 resides on the remote USB controller 530 and is operable to receive a status 534 from the 
remote USB device and transmit the status 534 to the requesting device processor 512. 
Additionally, in other embodiments the remote USB device includes a printer, a facsimile, 
a camera, an audio device, a mass storage device, a scanner, and the like. As is apparait to 
those skilled in the art the a USB device can send data to the requesting device processor 
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512, as is the case with a scanner device. In this way, status 534 includes not only 
reporting information associated with a requested operation, but also any data associated 
with the requested operation. 

Fig. 6 shows one block diagram of one system 600 capable of conmiunicating with 
a remote peripheral USB device 650. The system 600 includes a communications medium 
620, a local processing element 610, a remote processing element 630, a remote USB 
peripheral device 650, and a local controller 612. The local controller 612 resides on the 
local processing element 610 md intercepts a communication 614 on the local processing 
element 610, The communication 614 is directed to a request to access the remote USB 
peripheral device 650. The communication 614 is delivered to the remote processing 
element 630 over communications medium 620. The local processing element 610 is not 
directly connected to the remote processing element 630 or the remote USB peripheral 
device 650. 

The communications medium 620 includes one or more non-USB communication 
channels COMl, such as Internet channels, wireless channels, cable channels, POT 
Channels, satellite channels, radio frequency channels, infrared channels, and the like. 
Further, any network communication is used over COM I, such as TCP/IP. Moreover in 
some embodiments, the remote processing element 630 includes a remote controller 632 
that receives a status 634 from the remote peripheral device 650 USB port 640 (e.g., 
COM2) and reports a result associated with the remote USB peripheral device's 650 
processing of the transferred communication 636 to the local controller 612, which resides 
on the local processing element 610. 
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CONCLUSION 

The methods and systems discussed above permit remote long distance processing 
of peripheral data, which originates from a local computing device. In contrast to the past, 
one can now access and interact with USB peripheral devices over a network without 
requiring additional hardware. In addition, the approach pennits a myriad of end-user 
configurations of local computing devices and remote peripheral devices with minimal 
software modifications being required. As one skilled in the art will appreciate, this will 
permit small low cost remote controllers to be customized and affixed to existing USB 
peripheral devices, permitting these devices to become stand alone appliances capable of 
being remotely accessed across any network connection from a local computing device, 
according to the tenets of the present invention. 

Although specific embodiments have been illustrated and described herein, it will 
be appreciated by those of ordinary skill in the art that any arrangement which is calculated 
to achieve the same purpose may be substituted for the specific embodiment shown. This 
application is intended to cover any adaptations or variations of the presait invention. 
Therefore, it is intended that this invention be limited only by the claims and the 
equivalents thereof 
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